
 

 

 

 
 

 
RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

What portions of variability in pathological gambling 
can be attributed to genetic and environmental 
factors?  
 
PURPOSE 

Problem and pathological gambling (PG) symptoms 
have been found to wax and wane. Additionally, past 
symptoms have been found to be a risk for future 
symptoms even after controlling for familial 
influences. The purpose of the present study was to 
investigate the genetic architecture of lifetime PG and 
current PG symptoms. The authors tested for 
common and unique genetic factors to lifetime PG 
symptoms at baseline and past year PG symptoms at 
10-year follow-up. 
 
HYPOTHESIS 

Additive genetic and non-shared environmental 
contributions would partly overlap lifetime baseline 
and past year PG symptoms. There would be genetic 
and environmental contributions specific to current 
PG symptoms.  
 
PARTICIPANTS 

Participants were 1675 individual twins (100% males; 
average age = 53 years) from the Vietnam Era Twin 
Registry.  
 
PROCEDURE  

To be eligible for interview at baseline (i.e., 1992), 
twins must have had a Department of Defense military 
record, and identifying and locating information had to 
be available. Of 10,300 eligible individuals from the 
VETR, 8169 were successfully interviewed. 
Participants responded to a computer-assisted 
telephone interview (CATI). A portion of the interview 
contained questions used to derive diagnoses of 
DSM-III-R criteria PG symptoms. At follow-up (i.e., 
2002), 2400 members of the VETR were invited to 
participate in a National Institutes of Health (NIH) 
study examining PG. The target sample consisted of 
all twin pairs in the baseline sample for whom at least 
one twin had endorsed at least one DSM-III-R PG,  

 
 
and randomly selected twin pairs for whom neither 
twin had endorsed any DSM-III-R PG symptoms. 
Trained, experienced staff conducted interviews.  
 
MAIN OUTCOME MEASURES 

Pathological gambling was assessed via nine DSM-
III-R criteria. Cholesky decomposition models were fit 
to twin data to test the degree of genetic and 
environmental overlap between having one or more 
symptoms of PG 
 
KEY RESULTS 

Eight percent of the sample met criteria for one or 
more current DSM-III-R PG symptoms. Of these, 64 
had not met lifetime criteria at baseline and 73 had 
met lifetime criteria for one or more PG symptoms at 
baseline. Shared family environment did not 
contribute to baseline or current PG symptoms. Under 
the best fitting model, 49% of the risk for one or more 
baseline PG symptoms was due to a genetic factor 
and 51% of the risk was due to a unique 
environmental factor. All of the genetic variance 
(58%) in risk to past year PG symptoms was common 
with baseline PG symptoms. Unique environment 
accounted for the remaining variance in past year PG 
symptoms with 13% common to baseline and 30% 
specific to past year PG symptoms. 

 
LIMITATIONS 

Due to lack of statistical power, a more liberal 
phenotype of one or more PG symptoms was utilized. 
Results may not generalize to females or to 
adolescent and elderly populations. Lifetime 
prevalence of gambling problems has been previously 
reported to be conservative because of under-
reporting in longitudinal studies. It is possible that the 
phenotypes in the current study do not apply to all 
persons with symptoms of PG. 
 
CONCLUSIONS 

The results suggest that vulnerability for past year 
problem gambling symptoms among men can be 
explained by the same genetic factors that influence 
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lifetime problem gambling symptoms. Specific unique 
environmental contributions to past year gambling 
may be associated with increased access to legalized 
gambling over the course (i.e., 10 years) of the 
present study.  
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